






Language and Cognition: 
Some Philosophical and Linguistic Considerations 
Concerning Language Change and Language Development
Abstract
The paper provides a brief overview of different approaches to language or languages in the 
history of linguistic thought. It briefly outlines the varying relationships between grammar 
or linguistics and other disciplines, especially philosophy and philology. Thereafter, the 
question of the relationship between language and cognition is considered from a viewpoint 
that does not provide an abstract and generalized answer, but rather offers insight into the 
processes that either reduce the cognitive potential of a language or enable a language to 
enhance its cognitive potential.
Thus, the paper deals with two opposite processes that occur in the history of every lan-
guage. One is language change, and the other is language development. These two concepts 
must be strictly differentiated, although they are often confused. Every language changes 
with time, and this change is usually “deterioration”, or – as the Indian grammarians 
called changes in the Indian languages – “ruin” (apabhraṃśa). In the strictly linguistic 
sense, it could be termed the “loss of distinctions”. This phenomenon reduces the cognitive 
potential of a particular language: communication becomes more limited or more difficult, 
and intellectual and cultural contents are impoverished and deteriorated.
Language development is the opposite process, whereby a language gradually recovers 
from such a state of impoverishment thanks to the social, cultural, and intellectual needs of 
another epoch. Unlike language change, language development enhances the cognitive po-
tential of language. The first process is spontaneous, while the second implies a conscious, 
systematic effort by the linguistic community. This development is realised through different 
strategies in languages of different structures, depending largely on the prior history of the 





Without	 language	we	would	 not	 be	 able	 to	 communicate	 our	more	 elabo-
rate	 thoughts	or	knowledge.	Would	we	be	able	 to	 think	without	 language?	
J.	G.	Herder	believed	that	man	is	unthinkable	without	language	and	that	the	
language	 is	as	ancient	as	mankind	(Herder	1772).	Today,	 scientists	usually	
estimate	 that	 the	human	species	 is	considerably	older	 than	 the	 language	as	
we	know	it.
Hominidae	may	have	appeared	some	6	million	years	ago,	Homo	habilis	more	
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gists	 and	 linguists	 today	 do	 not	 think	 that	 our	 language	 can	 be	 older	 than	
some	50.000	years,	 but	 also	possibly	not	younger	 than	 some	30.000	years	
when	a	kind	of	revolution	in	art	and	crafts	took	place	with	Cro-Magnon.	This	








the	 emergence	 of	 language	with	 the	 general	 development	 of	 human	 facul-
















These	 two	 statements	may	 suggest	 that	we	could,	 if	we	are	 endowed	with	
intellect,	think	without	language	to	some	extent,	but	that	we	would	then	be	
unable	 to	 communicate	 our	 thoughts,	 feelings,	wishes,	 commands,	 knowl-
edge,	or	lack	of	knowledge,	expressed	as	questions	to	others	in	our	society.	






linguistic	 ability	 as	 a	 universal	 characteristic,	 but	 that	 different	 nations	 or	





























Later	 in	 the	Middle	Ages	grammar	was	 again	 associated	with	philosophy,	
in	 the	 school	 of	 the	Modistae	 it	 became	 speculative	 peripatetic	 grammar	




Italian,	 French,	 English,	 Polish,	Old	Church	 Slavonic,	 Croatian,	 etc.)	 and	
non-European	 described	mostly	 by	missionaries	 (Tarascan,	 Quechua,	 Na-
huatl,	etc.).	In	the	following	centuries	it	was	also	applied	to	Asian	languages	
(Japanese,	 Vietnamese,	 Chinese,	 Hindi,	 Sanskrit,	 etc.).	 During	 the	 epoch	
of	Rationalism	in	the	17th	century	the	French	Cartesian	Grammar	of	Port-	
Royal	once	again	brought	grammar	into	the	realm	of	philosophy	and	logic,	
and	 again	 aspired	 to	 be	 universal.	Traditional	 descriptive	 and	 prescriptive	
grammar	in	the	19th	century	gave	way	to	the	new	historical	and	comparative	
grammar,	which	invested	great	efforts	into	becoming	strictly	scientific,	and	
























It	 is	 worth	 mentioning	 that	 Rousseau	 also	
wrote	 an	 Essai sur l’origine des langues,	
which	was	published	in	1781,	but	was	written	
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Yet	another	approach	 to	 the	 language	 is	deserving	of	mention.	Almost	as	
old	as	 the	philosophy	of	 language,	 it	was	philology	 that	began	analysing	
literary	texts	in	the	Hellenistic	period,	and	which	produced	the	first	Greek,	





and	 expressivity	 or	 precision,	 can	 be	 best	 understood	 within	 a	 broader	
framework	on	 the	basis	of	a	clear	dichotomy	between	 language	develop-

















are	 interested	 in	 cognition,	we	must	make	a	distinction	between	 these	 two	
processes.
What	 is	 language change?	 The	 Romance	 languages	 originate	 from	 Latin.	
How	did	Latin	change	 into	 the	Romance	 languages?	Concerning	vocal	ex-
pression,	linguistic	change	regularly	begins	on	the	level	of	sounds,	phonetics	
and	phonology.	Phonetic	and	phonological	changes	give	 rise	 to	changes	 in	
morphology.	These	then	provoke	changes	in	syntax.	Concerning	content,	the	
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Vowels:
ă,	ā	>	ai	/	m,	n		 	 	 ă,	ā	>	e		 	 	 ĕ	>	ie		 	 	 	 ē,	ĭ	>	oi		 	 	 	 	 ŏ,	ō,	ŭ	>	eu		 	 	 ū	>	ü
Consonants:






























On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 four	 Latin	 conjugations	 are	 still	 recognizable	 in	




The	Latin	debeo, debes, debet	became	the	French	dois, dois doit	(all	equally	
pronounced	[dwα]),	and	the	1st	–	3rd	persons	had	to	be	supplemented	by	pro-




endings.	Therefore,	while	 in	Latin	Petrus Mariam amat / Mariam Petrus 









to	as, a	 (both	pronounced	equally	[α]),	 from	debeo, debes, debet	 to	[dwα],	





However,	 this	 does	 not	mean	 that	 the	French	 language	did	 not	develop.	 It	










































and	 Latin	 vocabulary	 covering	 essential	 parts	 of	 intellectual	 terminology.	
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the	standard	 language	(and	many	secondary	ones).	This	 language	 is	a	con-
struct	built	and	developed	out	of	the	resources	of	its	cultural	(and	social	and	





















ter	 the	phonetic	changes	 in	 the	Prakrit	 language	Māhārāṣṭrī,	 famous	 for	 its	
love	poetry,	a	nice	stanza	runs	as	follows:
amiaṃ pāuakavvaṃ paḍhiuṃ souṃ ca	je na jāṇaṃti /
kāmassa	tattataṃtiṃ	kuṇaṃti	te	kahaṃ	na	lajjaṃti//
The	Old	Indo-Aryan	rendering	would	run	like	this:
amṛtaṃ prākṛtakāvyaṃ pāṭhituṃ śrotuṃ ca	ye na jānanti /
kāmasya tantratantrīṃ kṛṇvanti te kathaṃ na lajjaṇti //5
“Those	who	do	not	know	to	recite	or	to	listen	to	the	immortal	poetry	in	Prakrit,	
and	yet	produce	learned	treatises	on	love,	how	are	they	not	ashamed?”

























Let	 us	 now	 outline	 an	 example	 in	 which	 the	 impoverishment	 in	 vocabu-
lary	was	promptly	counteracted	through	the	creation	of	new	terminology	by	












the	 trunks	of	 trees	cling	 to	 the	soil	with	 their	 roots.	We	cling	 to	 this	world	
by	taking	roots	with	these	five	kinds	of	objects	or	five	faculties	oriented	to-
wards	the	objects	of	this	world.	This	system	of	analogies	gave	rise	to	the	term	





words,	 they	do	use	Sanskrit	 as	 abundantly	 as	French	or	English	 use	Latin	
loanwords	in	order	to	compensate	for	their	losses	in	vocabulary,	which	largely	







cultivation	 or	 development.	 It	 is	 alarming	how	much	 attention	modern	 lin-
guists	have	paid	to	the	former	and	how	little	to	the	latter,	because	it	is	language	
cultivation	or	development	which	 is	connected	with	 the	progress	of	culture	






















of	developing	 its	culture	and	adapting	or	harmonizing	 its	 linguistic	 tools	 to	
answer	the	needs	of	this	cultural	progress.	Therefore,	linguistic	change	in	the	











































































current…	ancient, (reign), move, remain, river,	ancestor,	(by)	chance…	–	we	
find	 the	German	words:	sehen, alles Seiende, strömend… (gar) alt, davon-





and	 composition).	Therefore,	German	 did	 not	 need	 to	 borrow	words	 from	
other	languages,	and,	over	time,	it	substituted	even	inherited	Latin	loanwords	
with	 terms	 formed	 from	 its	 own	 linguistic	 elements	 and	 procedures	 (from	
roots,	stems,	affixes,	suprasegmental	features).	German	and	some	Slavic	lan-
guages,	e.g.	Croatian,	are	examples	of	the	development	of	literary	or	standard	





French	and	English	are	not	 to	be	blamed	for	 the	 fact	 that	 they	had	 to	help	
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cesses,	and	that	they	underestimate	or	dismiss	the	value	of	linguistic	diversity.	
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Mislav Ježić
Jezik i spoznaja: 
filozofska i jezikoslovna razmatranja 
o jezičnoj mijeni i jezičnome razvoju
Sažetak
Članak daje kratak pregled pristupa jeziku, ili jezicima, tijekom povijesti jezikoslovnih promišlja-
nja. Sažeto prikazuje i odnose između gramatike ili jezikoslovlja i drugih disciplina, osobito 
filozofije i filologije. Na pitanje o odnosu između jezika i spoznaje ne daje apstraktan i uopćen 
odgovor, nego otvara uvid u procese, od kojih jedan umanjuje mogućnosti jezika da izrazi spo-
znaju, a drugi te mogućnosti širi i obogaćuje.
Radi se, dakle, o dvama oprječnim procesima, svojstvenima svim jezicima: o jezičnoj mijeni i 
jezičnome razvoju. Treba ih dobro razlikovati jer se obično brkaju. Svaki se jezik s vremenom 
mijenja spontano, mehanički, a takva je mijena uveliko degradacija jezika ili »propadanje«, 
kako su to nazivali indijski gramatičari (apabhraṃśa). U jezikoslovnome smislu radi se o gu-
bljenju razlikovnosti u jeziku, a taj proces umanjuje mogućnosti jezika u izraživanju spoznaje. 
Pri tome se priopćavanje osiromašuje ili postaje otežano jer se misaoni i doživljajni sadržaj koji 
većina govornika ima potrebu razlikovati sužava.
Razvoj jezika oprječan je proces pri kojem se jezik oporavlja od takva osiromašenja da bi mo-
gao izraziti društvene, kulturne i misaone sadržaje koji postaju bitni u razdobljima kulturnoga 
uzleta. Nasuprot jezičnoj mijeni, jezični razvoj obogaćuje i istančava spoznajne mogućnosti 
jezika. Mijena je spontana, mehanička i nesvjesna. Razvoj je, naprotiv, svjesni napor, svrhovito 
ulaganje u jezik u nekoj jezičnoj zajednici. Taj se napor služi različitim strategijama u jezicima 
različita ustroja kakav je proizašao iz prethodne jezične povijesti.




Sprache und Erkenntnis: 
einige philosophische und sprachwissenschaftliche 
Betrachtungen über den Wandel und die Entwicklung der Sprachen
Zusammenfassung
Der Artikel fasst sehr kurz verschiedene Auffassungen der Sprache in der Geschichte des Nach-
denkens über das Wesen der Sprache zusammen. Er entwirft eine Übersicht der sich wandeln-
den Beziehungen zwischen Grammatik oder Sprachwissenschaft und anderen Disziplinen, be-
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sonders Philosophie und Philologie. Danach wird die Beziehung zwischen der Sprache und der 
Erkenntnis von einem Standpunkt betrachtet, der keine abstrakte und verallgemeinerte Lösung 
bietet, sondern die Einsicht in die Prozesse ermöglicht, die das Erkenntnispotenzial einer Spra-
che vermindern oder erhöhen.
Deshalb werden zwei entgegengesetzte Prozesse, die in der Geschichte jeder Sprache vorkom-
men, untersucht: der Sprachwandel und die Sprachentwicklung. Diese Prozesse sollen klar un-
terschieden werden, obwohl sie oft verwechselt werden. Jede Sprache verändert sich mit der 
Zeit spontan, und diese Veränderung ist üblicherweise ein Verlust an Differenzierungen in der 
Sprache – oder wie die altindischen Grammatiker es nannten – ein „Verfall“ (apabhraṃśa) 
der Sprache. Dieser Prozess vermindert das Erkenntnispotenzial einer Sprache, die Kommu-
nikation wird begrenzter oder schwieriger, und der Kulturkontext und das Erkenntnispotenzial 
werden verarmt.
Die Sprachentwicklung ist der entgegengesetzte Prozess der Erholung einer Sprache nach ei-
ner solchen Phase der Verarmung, dank den gesellschaftlichen, kulturellen und intellektuellen 
Forderungen einer neuen Zeit. Die Sprachentwicklung erhöht das Erkenntnispotenzial einer 
Sprache. Der Sprachwandel geschieht mechanisch, unbewusst und spontan. Die Sprachent-
wicklung ist eine bewusste und systematische Anstrengung innerhalb einer Sprachgemeinschaft. 
Diese Entwicklung wird in den Sprachen verschiedener Struktur, die ein Resultat ungleicher 
Geschichte sind, durch verschiedene Strategien erzielt. Beide Prozesse sind an ausgewählten 




Langue et cognition : 
Quelques considérations philosophiques et linguistiques 
sur le changement des langues et le développement des langues
Résumé
Cet article donne un bref compte-rendu des différentes approches du problème lié à la langue, 
ou aux langues, au cours de l’histoire de la pensée linguistique. Il donne une esquisse sommaire 
des relations différentes de la grammaire ou de la linguistique et des autres disciplines, surtout 
de la philosophie et la philologie. La question des relations entre la langue et la cognition est 
élaborée d’une manière qui ne propose pas une réponse abstraite et généralisée, mais qui donne 
un aperçu des processus qui réduisent le potentiel cognitif d’une langue ou bien l’augmentent 
et améliorent.
Il s’agit des deux processus opposés qui ont marqué l’histoire de chaque langue. L’un est le 
changement d’une langue, l’autre son développement. Il est nécessaire de bien distinguer ces 
deux notions que l’on confond trop souvent. Chaque langue change au cours du temps de ma-
nière mécanique et spontanée et ce changement est d’habitude une « dégradation » ou « un 
déclin », comme les grammairiens indiens nommaient de tels changements dans les langues 
indiennes (apabhraṃśa). Dans un sens linguistique stricte on pourrait l’expliquer comme une 
réduction des caractéristiques distinctives dans une langue. Ce processus réduit le potentiel 
cognitif d’une langue, la communication devient plus limitée ou plus difficile et le contenu intel-
lectuel et culturel s’appauvrissent et se dégradent.
Le développement d’une langue est le processus opposé où une langue se recouvre progressive-
ment d’un tel appauvrissement grâce aux besoins sociaux, culturels et intellectuels d’une épo-
que nouvelle. Contrairement au changement linguistique, le développement augmente, améliore 
et raffine le potentiel cognitif d’une langue. Le changement est spontané, mécanique et incons-
cient. Le développement, au contraire, est un effort conscient, un investissement intentionnel 
dans une communauté linguistique. Cet effort de développer la langue se sert de stratégies 
diverses dans les langues de structures différentes, qui résultent de l’histoire précédente de 
chaque langue. Ces deux processus sont illustrés dans l’article sur la base d’exemples puisés 
dans les langues européennes et indiennes.
Mots-clés 
langue,	cognition,	changement	 linguistique,	développement	 linguistique,	potentiel	cognitif,	du	 lan-
gage
